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ABSTRACT 
 

Background: There was no formal system within the GSDFSA to gather and analyse judge feedback 
across breed shows into a single national picture. The BreedWatch Post-Show Survey was created by 
the Education & Technology Sub-Committee to fill this gap. 

Methods: A standardised digital survey was sent to officiating breed judges after each GSDFSA Breed 
Show from September 2025 to April 2026. Judges rated 27 conformation and temperament traits 
using a simple three-tier scale (Breed Strength / Neutral / Improvement Needed) and could add their 
own written observations. A total of 20 responses were received from 10 judges across 13 shows in 
four provinces, including the GSDFSA National Breed Show (NBS) 2026, assessed by Herr Bernd Weber 
(SV). Numbers were analysed using frequency counts, and written notes were reviewed for recurring 
themes. 

Results: Clear national strengths were confirmed: pigmentation (70% Breed Strength), gunshot 
steadiness (65%), front view firmness in stance (65%), and firmness of pasterns (60%). The areas most 
in need of attention are the croup (50% Improvement Needed; zero Breed Strength ratings), firmness 
in hocks (45%), forehand angulation (40%), and off-lead obedience during gaiting (30%). Herr Weber's 
assessment of the National Breed Show (NBS) was broadly very positive, while the croup, upper arm 
placement, and off-lead training were confirmed as areas of concern even at the elite level. Twelve 
recurring themes emerged from the written judge notes, the strongest being short/steep croups, 
short/steep upper arms, over-angulation of the hindquarters, and a national off-lead training gap. 

Conclusions: The BreedWatch survey has shown real value as a national monitoring tool. The data 
clearly points to where our breeding and education efforts should be focused. Continuing this 
initiative, with some improvements to timing and scope, is strongly recommended. 

Keywords: German Shepherd Dog · breed surveillance · conformation assessment · breed standard · 
South Africa · BreedWatch · SV · judge feedback 
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1. Introduction 
 

The German Shepherd Dog (GSD) is among the most widely recognised and registered purebred dog 
breeds globally. The Verein für Deutsche Schäferhunde (SV), based in Germany, serves as the breed's 
mother club and the international authority on the breed standard. In South Africa, the German Shepherd 
Dog Federation of South Africa (GSDFSA) functions as the national governing body, mandated to uphold 
the breed standard, administer breed shows, and promote responsible and ethical breeding practices in 
accordance with SV and World Union of German Shepherd Associations / Weltunion der 
Schäferhundvereine (WUSV) directives. 

Breed shows constitute the primary formal arena within which conformation and temperament are 
evaluated by qualified officiating judges. These assessments represent a significant repository of 
information regarding the current state and developmental trajectory of the national GSD population. 
However, prior to the inception of the BreedWatch initiative, no structured mechanism existed within the 
GSDFSA to systematically capture, consolidate, or analyse this information at a national level. Judge 
evaluations were conducted, verbal feedback was offered on the day, and the collective insight of the 
judging panel was largely not retained in any retrievable or comparable format. Consequently, there 
existed no reliable means by which to track conformational or temperamental trends over time, measure 
the progress of breeding efforts, or identify recurring challenges across the national show population. 

The BreedWatch Post-Show Survey was conceptualised and developed by the Education & Technology 
Sub-Committee of the GSDFSA to address this gap. By means of a standardised digital survey instrument 
completed by officiating judges following each Breed Show, the initiative enables the systematic collection 
of structured data that, in aggregate, provides a representative national picture of breed strengths, areas 
requiring improvement, and emerging trends across successive show seasons. 

This report presents the findings of the inaugural implementation period, covering September 2025 to 
April 2026, following formal approval of the project at the GSDFSA Breed Council Meeting in 2025. It 
represents the first data-driven breed surveillance report published in the history of the GSDFSA. 

 

2. Background 
Over the years, both local and international SV judges have commented on recurring strengths and 
weaknesses in our breed. Concerns about croup angulation, forehand assembly, hindquarter over-
angulation, and off-lead training are not new, but until now, there has been no way to quantify how 
widespread these issues are, or whether things are getting better or worse. 

The BreedWatch initiative was formally proposed by Dr Morné Strydom, Chairperson of the Education & 
Technology Sub-Committee, and approved by the GSDFSA Breed Council in 2025. It was launched as an 
official national project under the GSDFSA framework, with shared oversight between the Education & 
Technology Sub-Committee, the Breed Judges Committee (chaired by Mr Chris Thompson, Senior Breed 
Judge and Breed Surveyor), and the National Breed Supervisor. 

The principle behind breed surveillance through judge feedback is straightforward: objective data helps 
us see past personal preferences and "kennel blindness," allows us to spot trends early, and gives us a 
solid foundation for education and breeding policy decisions. BreedWatch was designed with exactly these 
goals in mind. 

3. Methods 

3.1  The Survey Instrument 
The BreedWatch survey was built as a digital Google Form, titled "BreedWatch Survey @ GSDFSA — 
National Post-Show Judge's Feedback Tool for German Shepherd Dog Breed Surveillance." Each submission 
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captures the judge's name, show date, hosting club, and ratings across 27 conformation and temperament 
traits grouped into six categories: 

● (1) General Observations 
● (2) Head & Expression 
● (3) Topline 
● (4) Forequarter 
● (5) Hindquarter 
● (6) Observations in Movement and Temperament & TSB 

 
Each trait is rated on a simple three-level scale: 

● Breed Strength — this trait is consistently well expressed across the majority of dogs evaluated, 
reflecting the desired standard. 

● Neutral — the trait is adequately expressed with typical variation; no significant concern or 
commendation. 

● Improvement Needed — this trait showed deviation from the breed standard in a noticeable 
portion of entries and needs focused attention. 

 

Judges could also add their own written observations in free-text fields within each category, allowing for 
more detailed anatomical commentary, training observations, and regional notes. 

3.2  Data Collection and Participants 
Surveys were collected between September 2025 and April 2026. A total of 20 responses were received 
from 10 officiating breed judges across 13 GSDFSA Breed Shows in four provinces: Gauteng, Western Cape, 
Eastern Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal. Full participation details are shown in Table 1. 

Three of our respondents are SV (German) judges: Herr Horst Janssen (SV), Herr Rainer Mast (SV), and 
Herr Bernd Weber (SV). The SV is the mother club of the German Shepherd Dog in Germany, and 
assessments from SV judges carry particular weight as they represent the international breed standard at 
its source. Herr Bernd Weber assessed the GSDFSA National Breed Show (NBS) 2026, our most prestigious 
annual event, which draws entries from all provinces and showcases our best dogs. 

The NBS 2026 was co-judged by Herr Dirk Gabriel (SV). Unfortunately, his survey response could not be 
obtained for this report (see the Limitations section for more detail). 

Mr Chris Thompson (Senior Breed Judge and Chairperson of the Breed Judges Committee), and Ms 
Lorraine van Loggerenberg (Senior Breed Judge), are the most represented local judges in this dataset, 
each submitting five responses. 
 

Table 1. Participating judges, survey submissions, and provincial coverage. 
Judge Status Surveys Provinces 
Herr Bernd Weber (SV) SV Judge and Breed Warden 1 National (all provinces) 
Herr Rainer Mast (SV) SV Judge 1 Gauteng 
Herr Horst Janssen (SV) SV Judge 1 Gauteng 
Mr Chris Thompson GSDFSA Senior Breed Judge 5 W Cape, KZN, Gauteng 
Ms Lorraine van Loggerenberg GSDFSA Senior Breed Judge 5 Gauteng, W Cape, KZN 
Mr Ivor Erasmus GSDFSA Breed Judge 3 E Cape, W Cape, Gauteng 
Mr Colin Levy GSDFSA Breed Judge 1 Gauteng 
Mr Christo Appel GSDFSA Breed Judge 1 Gauteng 
Ms Diane Botha GSDFSA Breed Judge 1 Gauteng 
Ms Michelle van Loggerenberg GSDFSA Breed Judge 1 Gauteng 
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Note: Herr Dirk Gabriel (SV), co-judge at the National Breed Show 2026, did not submit a survey response. See Section 3.4 for 
details. 

3.3  Data Analysis 
For the quantitative ratings, we counted how many judges selected each rating option for each trait and 
expressed this as a percentage. Where a judge marked a trait "Not applicable," that response was excluded 
from the count for that trait. Results are presented for three groups: the full dataset (all 20 responses); 
the club show dataset (19 responses, excluding the NBS); and the NBS 2026 on its own, compared directly 
against the club show picture. 

For the written observations, we read through all the free-text notes and looked for topics that came up 
independently across multiple judges and shows. A theme was considered "saturated", meaning it 
represents a genuinely consistent national observation, when it appeared in three or more surveys from 
different judges. 

3.4  Limitations 

Sample size. Twenty responses is a meaningful start, but it is still a relatively small number. The 
findings should be understood as a strong indicator of trends rather than a definitive final word. The 
picture will sharpen considerably as more data is collected in future seasons. 

Absence of Herr Dirk Gabriel (SV). The NBS 2026 was co-judged by Herr Dirk Gabriel (SV). Despite 
follow-up efforts by the author, a survey response from Herr Gabriel was unfortunately not received. 
This is a notable gap, as a second independent SV perspective on our most important show would 
have added significant value to this report. 

Survey completion timing. One of the practical realities of running a survey like this is that the ideal 
completion window, between the end of the final class and the Prize Giving Ceremony on show day,  
is not always achievable. Life gets busy, shows run long, and completing a survey in the moment can 
be difficult. The author is genuinely appreciative of every judge who took the time to contribute, and 
recognises that each submission represents a real investment of time and effort. That said, it is worth 
acknowledging that the sooner a survey is completed after a show, the fresher the observations and 
the stronger the data. As this initiative grows, the goal is to build a culture where same-day 
completion becomes the norm, supported by Ring Secretaries and Show Managers who can gently 
remind judges before the prize giving. This is not about pressure; it is about making it as easy as 
possible for judges to contribute at the best possible moment. 

National Show single-assessor data. The NBS 2026 analysis is based on a single assessor's ratings. 
While Herr Weber's authority and experience are beyond question, single-assessor data cannot be 
cross-checked for consistency the way multi-judge data can. His NBS 2026 assessment should be read 
as a high-quality expert benchmark rather than a statistically averaged result. 

Instrument scope. The current survey instrument does not include eye colour as a rated trait. This 
gap was flagged by Herr Bernd Weber (SV) in his NBS 2026 observations, and the instrument will be 
updated to include this in the next survey cycle. 

 

4. Results 

4.1  Full Dataset — Trait Ratings at a Glance 
Table 2 shows the rating distribution for all 27 traits across the full dataset. The "verdict" column reflects 
the rating category that received the most responses for each trait. Where the result was closely split and 
no clear majority emerged, it is marked as "Contested." 
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Table 2. Frequency distribution of ratings across all 27 traits, full dataset (n = 20). 
Trait Breed Strength % Neutral % Improvement 

Needed % 
n Verdict 

General Observations 
Size 25% 60% 15% 20 Neutral 
Constitution, Body Proportions, Substance 30% 60% 10% 20 Neutral 
Pigmentation 70% 30% 0% 20 ★ Strength 
Sex Differentiation 40% 40% 20% 20 Contested 

Head & Expression 
Head 45% 40% 15% 20 Contested 
Expression 55% 45% 0% 20 Strength 
Ears 20% 60% 20% 20 Contested 
Dentition 30% 50% 20% 20 Contested 

Topline 
Neck 55% 45% 0% 20 Strength 
Withers 45% 30% 25% 20 Contested 
Back 45% 35% 20% 20 Contested 
Croup 0% 50% 50% 20 ⚠ Improve 
Tail 35% 55% 10% 20 Neutral 

Forequarter 
Forehand Angulation 15% 45% 40% 20 ⚠ Improve 
Front View Firmness in Stance 65% 30% 5% 20 ★ Strength 
Firmness of Pasterns 60% 40% 0% 20 ★ Strength 

Hindquarter 
Hind Angulation 30% 40% 30% 20 Contested 
Hind View Firmness in Stance 20% 55% 25% 20 Neutral 
Firmness in Hocks 5% 50% 45% 20 ⚠ Improve 

Observations in Movement 
Forward Reach 20% 50% 30% 20 Contested 
Hind Thrust 30% 35% 35% 20 Contested 
Movement Away & Towards 15% 50% 35% 20 ⚠ Improve 
Gait 30% 50% 20% 20 Neutral 

Temperament & TSB 
General Character & Temperament 45% 45% 10% 20 Contested 
Gunshot Steadiness 65% 35% 0% 20 ★ Strength 
Obedience in Off-Lead Gaiting 15% 55% 30% 20 Contested 
TSB Performance 56% 33% 11% 18* Strength 

 

★ = Strong consensus (≥60% Breed Strength). ⚠ = Clear concern (≥40% Improvement Needed). Contested = no clear majority. *TSB 
n=18; two "Not applicable" responses excluded. 

 

4.2  National Breed Show 2026 vs. Club Show Data 
One of the most valuable aspects of this dataset is being able to compare what judges see at regular club 
shows versus what Herr Bernd Weber (SV) observed at our NBS 2026, which represents the very best dogs 
in the country, drawn from all provinces. Table 3 shows this comparison trait by trait. 
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The broad pattern is encouraging: the NBS 2026 population performed notably better across most traits. 
This is expected, our best dogs are precisely the ones that make it to the NBS. However, the comparison 
also highlights where even the elite tier has room to improve, which is the most important signal of all. 

 

Table 3. Trait-by-trait comparison of club show data (n=19) versus the National Breed Show 2026 (Herr Bernd 
Weber, SV). 
Trait S% N% I% Club Verdict NBS 2026 Alignment 

General Observations 
Size 26% 58% 16% Neutral Neutral ✓ Aligned 
Constitution / Substance 26% 63% 11% Neutral Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Pigmentation 68% 32% 0% ★ Strength Breed Strength ✓ Strongly aligned 
Sex Differentiation 37% 42% 21% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 

Head & Expression 
Head 42% 42% 16% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Expression 53% 47% 0% Strength Breed Strength ✓ Aligned 
Ears 21% 58% 21% Contested Neutral ~ Broadly aligned 
Dentition 26% 53% 21% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 

Topline 
Neck 53% 47% 0% Strength Breed Strength ✓ Aligned 
Withers 42% 32% 26% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Back 42% 37% 21% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Croup 0% 47% 53% ⚠ Improve Neutral ~ Partial — still flagged by SV 
Tail 32% 58% 11% Neutral Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 

Forequarter 
Forehand Angulation 16% 42% 42% ⚠ Improve Neutral ~ Partial — upper arm noted 
Front View Firmness 63% 32% 5% ★ Strength Breed Strength ✓ Strongly aligned 
Firmness of Pasterns 58% 42% 0% ★ Strength Breed Strength ✓ Strongly aligned 

Hindquarter 
Hind Angulation 26% 42% 32% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Hind View Firmness 16% 58% 26% Neutral Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Firmness in Hocks 5% 47% 47% ⚠ Improve Neutral ~ Partial — hind stability noted 

Movement & Temperament 
Forward Reach 21% 47% 32% Contested Neutral ~ Partial — reach noted 
Hind Thrust 26% 37% 37% Contested Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
Movement Away & Towards 11% 53% 37% ⚠ Improve Breed Strength ↑ Major divergence 
Gait 26% 53% 21% Neutral Breed Strength ↑ More positive at NBS 
General Temperament 47% 42% 11% Strength Neutral ~ Broadly aligned 
Gunshot Steadiness 63% 37% 0% ★ Strength Breed Strength ✓ Strongly aligned 
Off-Lead Obedience 16% 58% 26% Contested Improvement 

Needed 
↓ More critical at NBS 

TSB Performance 59% 29% 12% Strength Neutral ~ Broadly aligned 
 

Green = alignment between club and NBS. Amber = partial alignment. ↑ = NBS more positive. ↓ = NBS more critical. ✓ = clear 
alignment. S% = Breed Strength %. N% = Neutral %. I% = Improvement Needed %. 
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4.3  What the Judges Said — Recurring Themes 
Beyond the ratings, the written notes from judges provided rich additional detail. Table 4 summarises the 
12 themes that came up repeatedly across different judges and shows, along with which themes were also 
confirmed by our SV judges. 
 

Table 4. Recurring themes from judge observational notes, ranked by frequency of mention. 
# Theme Surveys SV Confirmation Where Observed 
1 Short, steep croups — affecting tail carriage and 

hindthrust 
10 / 20 Herr Weber & Herr Mast Club shows + NBS 

2 Short, steep upper arms — restricting forehand 
angulation and forward reach 

9 / 20 All 3 SV judges Club shows + NBS 

3 Off-lead training deficit — dogs not completing 
the exercise 

10 / 20 All 3 SV judges Club shows + NBS 

4 Over-angulation in hindquarters — especially in 
younger classes 

9 / 20 Herr Mast & Herr Weber 
(notes) 

Primarily club shows 

5 Narrow movement away — hocks touching, 
linked to hind angulation 

8 / 20 Herr Janssen & Herr Mast Club shows 

6 Ear faults — soft ears, wide-set, incorrect 
placement 

8 / 20 Herr Mast Club shows 

7 Insufficient wither prominence — linked to 
forehand angulation 

6 / 20 Herr Mast Club shows 

8 Dentition concerns — missing premolars, level 
bites, hygiene 

6 / 20 — Club shows only 

9 Male head and substance — lack of masculinity 
in younger males 

5 / 20 — Club shows only 

10 Roached backs — in stance and movement 5 / 20 — Club shows only 
11 TSB quality — grip, heeling and handler 

execution 
4 / 20 Herr Janssen & Herr Weber 

(notes) 
Club shows + NBS 

12 Eye colour — light-coloured eyes (new 
observation) 

1 / 20 Herr Weber — National Show 
only 

NSB only 

 

The following quotes from our SV judges capture some of the most important themes in their own words: 
 

"I consider the breeding standard in South Africa to be very good. Continued attention must be paid 
to the stability of the hindquarters, as well as to eye colour. In a few cases, the upper arm could be 
better positioned." 

    — Herr Bernd Weber (SV), GSDFSA National Breed Show 2026 

"In more than one case, the croups were somewhat short and partially sloping." 

    — Herr Bernd Weber (SV), National Breed Show 2026 

"Most of the dogs did not demonstrate off-leash heeling. I believe the dogs will show better TSB 
performance overall if they are consistently trained in obedience." 

    — Herr Bernd Weber (SV), National Breed Show 2026 

"The biggest problem in the dogs' movement is training. The dogs need more training and the handlers 
need more training." 

    — Herr Rainer Mast (SV), Phoenix Club, Gauteng 

"A lot of the dogs lack prominent forehand angulation." 

    — Herr Rainer Mast (SV), Phoenix Club, Gauteng 

"Would like to see more heeling and release during breed survey." 

    — Herr Horst Janssen (SV), Magalies Club, Gauteng 
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5. Discussion 

5.1  The Big Picture: Two Levels of Quality 
Perhaps the most important aspect this dataset tells us is that there are effectively two different pictures 
of our breed — the elite tier, represented by the NBS entries, and the broader club show population. This 
is not unexpected, but having data to confirm it is valuable. 

Herr Weber's overall verdict that the South African breeding standard is "very good" is a meaningful 
validation from the highest possible authority. At the same time, the club show data shows meaningful 
rates of improvement-needed ratings in hindquarter angulation, movement, withers, and back. This tells 
us that our educational and breeding efforts need to be aimed especially at the mid-to-lower tiers of the 
general show population, while using the elite tier as the positive example to aspire to. 

5.2  The Croup and Upper Arm — Our Two Shared Priorities 
Two structural traits stand out because they appear at both the elite and the club level: the croup and the 
upper arm. The croup received zero Breed Strength ratings across the entire dataset, and Herr Weber 
specifically noted "somewhat short and partially sloping" croups even at the NBS. The short, steep upper 
arm was noted by all three SV judges at different shows. These two traits may also be biomechanically 
connected — a short, steep upper arm may lead to flat withers, restricted forward reach, and often 
compensatory over-angulation in the hindquarters. Addressing these two root-cause traits through 
deliberate breeding selection would likely produce positive changes across several other areas at the same 
time. 

5.3  Temperament — Real Strength, One Critical Gap 
Our breed's temperament is one of our genuine national strengths. Gunshot steadiness (65% Breed 
Strength) and TSB performance (56% Breed Strength) are both encouraging, and were confirmed at NBS 
level. However, the off-lead training failure stands out sharply against this positive temperament picture. 
All three SV judges, across three different shows including the NBS, identified off-lead training as the most 
critical operational gap. The fact that Herr Weber's only Improvement Needed rating across all 27 traits 
was for off-lead gaiting is a very specific and significant signal. This is not a dog quality issue, it is a training 
and show culture issue that the organisation needs to address directly. 

5.4  Watching the Younger Classes 
Multiple judges independently noted that certain undesirable traits — over-angulation, ear quality, and 
dentition issues — are more pronounced in the younger classes than in the adult classes. This is the area 
that deserves the most careful watching, because today's youngsters are tomorrow's breeding dogs. If 
these trends are not addressed now, they will become entrenched in the next generation. The dentition 
picture is particularly notable: it is not yet visible at NBS level, which means we still have time to get ahead 
of it before it reaches the top tier. 

5.5  A New Finding: Eye Colour 
Herr Weber's specific mention of light eye colour at the NBS is a new data point that was not flagged 
anywhere in the club show data. The fact that it emerged at the highest-quality show in the country means 
it cannot be dismissed. Eye colour is currently not included in the survey instrument, and will be added for 
the next cycle. Breed judges are encouraged to note eye colour during breed surveys in the meantime. 
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6. Conclusion 
Following its inaugural year of operation, BreedWatch has demonstrated clear utility as a national breed 
surveillance instrument, yielding structured, actionable data to inform breeding strategy and education. 
The data it has produced is consistent, meaningful, and actionable. We have a clear picture of what our 
breed does well, and a clear picture of where we need to focus. 

Our strengths — pigmentation, gunshot steadiness, front view firmness, pastern firmness — are real and 
confirmed at the highest level. Herr Weber's overall endorsement of our breeding standard is something 
to be proud of. At the same time, the croup, the upper arm, and off-lead training are clearly defined, well-
understood priorities that are entirely within our power to address through breeding selection and 
organisational commitment to training standards. 

The recommendation is to continue and grow the BreedWatch initiative. Specific improvements for the 
next cycle include: adding eye colour as a rated trait; supporting same-day survey completion through 
Ring Secretary and Show Manager involvement; and working towards broader judge participation across 
all provinces. 

Every season of data makes the picture clearer. The investment being made now in tracking our breed's 
progress will pay dividends for generations of dogs to come. 
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